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Abstract
With the rising costs of textbooks, their affordability and accessibility in college and university campuses has
emerged as a major financial obstacle for students. This challenge presents an opportunity for academic and
research libraries in providing textbook affordability and accessibility for their students. Textbooks have been
frequently excluded from the majority of academic and research libraries’ collection development policies.
Textbooks are often on the list of materials rarely purchased by libraries. Encouraging libraries to re‐evaluate
and re‐strategize their traditional approach to textbook purchasing and course reserves is critical. Embracing
more textbooks and expanding the course reserves has the potential to significantly improve user services in
learning and teaching across campuses. Ultimately this evolving role for academic libraries provides another
opportunity to demonstrate their value to campus administration and communities.

Room to Expand: Analysis of Collection
Development, Textbook, and Course
Reserves Policies
Many library collection development policies hold
steadfast to a policy of either no textbook
purchasing or making rare exceptions to purchase
them. A random sampling of collection
development policies for 30 ARL and ACRL
institutions reveals that most ARL libraries have
collection development policies that mention
textbooks. Almost half of the ARL libraries that
have collection policies posted also have a
detailed textbook purchasing policy. Having
reserves is an important aspect for ARL libraries,
as evidenced by the fact that almost 80% have a
dedicated reserves website or instructions for
submitting reserves requests. ACRL libraries
sampled had far fewer instances of collection
development policies posted or reserves websites,
and none of the libraries had a detailed textbook
policy. See Figure 1 in the Appendix.

Closing the Gap in Service
The number of undergraduate courses offered in
fall quarter far exceeds the number of classes
served by the library course reserve system. This
gap between classes offered and classes served
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provides the library with a chance to engage with
faculty and students to demonstrate value and
provide access to material used in the teaching
classroom. See Figure 2 in the Appendix.

How Many Copies Are Enough?
It’s not feasible to purchase a single textbook copy
for all students in each course reserves class.
However, the UCLA Powell (undergraduate)
Library employs a general set of guidelines for
purchasing titles not already owned by the library.
See Table 1 in the Appendix.

Circulation Statistics
Over a period of 5 fiscal years, on average, 22% of
all circulation statistics came from an item on
course reserves. See Figure 3 in the Appendix.

Textbook Affordability
Analysis of titles available for students to
purchase in the campus bookstore. See Table 2 in
the Appendix.

Purchase Options
The campus bookstore offers students a variety of
purchase or rental options for students. In spring
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2015, the top ten most expensive new books to
purchase had multiple options to purchase either
new, used, or rental copies of the book. Multiple
choices afford students the opportunity to
potentially save some money. However, students
still need to look carefully at all options, since
some rentals are more than the cost of the new
text, and in other cases rentals are not much
cheaper than purchasing a used copy. See Table 3
in the Appendix.

Potential Cost Savings
Usage of course reserve materials by students is
hard to predict. Last minute research and studying
means students may likely opt to purchase the
item to ensure constant access and avoid regularly
checking out an item on 2‐hour reserve. Even if as
few as 10% of students in a class relied solely on

course reserves, they could potentially realize
significant savings toward the cost of their
education. See Table 4 in the Appendix.

Envisioning the Future
As demonstrated by the circulation statistics,
course reserve materials are highly used year after
year. Providing access to course reserves requires
libraries to balance the needs of the students with
the fiscal realities of limited library budgets.
Libraries may not be able to afford purchasing all
course reserve requests they received from
faculty and students. However, an explicit local
collection development policy acknowledging any
limitations for textbook purchasing can help
libraries to set realistic expectations regarding
student needs without compromising the library
budget.

Appendix: Tables

Figure 1. Analysis of collection development policies of 30 randomly selected ACRL and ARL Libraries.
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Figure 2. Undergraduate classes offered on campus and classes served by course reserves.

Table 1. Number of reserve copies purchased per class.
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Figure 3. Library course reserve circulation statistics in comparison to overall library circulation statistics.

Table 2. Breakdown of textbook prices, spring 2015.

325

Charleston Conference Proceedings 2015

Table 3. Purchase options for the top ten most expensive books, spring 2015.

Table 4. Purchase options for the top ten most expensive books, spring 2015.
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